“If I Had More Information”: The Unresponsiveness of the Hartford Region Open Choice Program and the Potential for New Sites of Decision-Making by Morr, Mary K.
Trinity College
Trinity College Digital Repository
The Trinity Papers Trinity’s Journals and Serial Publications
1-1-2011
“If I Had More Information”: The
Unresponsiveness of the Hartford Region Open
Choice Program and the Potential for New Sites of
Decision-Making
Mary K. Morr
Trinity College, mary.morr@trincoll.edu
Follow this and additional works at: http://digitalrepository.trincoll.edu/trinitypapers
Part of the Education Commons
Recommended Citation
Morr, Mary K., "“If I Had More Information”: The Unresponsiveness of the Hartford Region Open Choice Program and the Potential
for New Sites of Decision-Making". The Trinity Papers (2011).
Trinity College Digital Repository, Hartford, CT. http://digitalrepository.trincoll.edu/trinitypapers/7
IntroductIon
In theory, the Hartford region open choice Program (abbreviated as open 
choice) represents a major advancement in the recognition of the educational 
rights of students and their families. the program is an initiative to increase 
information about and choice among school options following the fifth grade. 
the ability to choose one’s school, instead of being assigned based upon 
residency, has the potential of empowering youth to determine for themselves 
their educational destiny and of forcing the educational system to respond to 
their needs. this is especially important in the context of the education of 
minorities in urban settings like Hartford, as these groups are traditionally 
the most ignored and assaulted by the school system and therefore stand 
to benefit the most from a program that increases school accountability. 
the result of school choice depends upon how effectively the program is 
implemented; simply allowing families to apply to different schools does not 
automatically ensure that a choice exists and is being exercised. 
 I began researching the topic of school choice expecting to uncover the 
ways in which the educational institution, because of its inherent lack of 
confidence in youth agency, was actively ignoring the voices of the students 
and obstructing them from exercising fully their choice of school to attend. 
While the data I collected does clearly point to a deficiency in the system, the 
problem is not that students are being purposefully denied the opportunity 
to make decisions in regards to their education. rather, the problem rests 
with the incomplete and ineffective distribution of information on students’ 
options. 
 However well-intentioned open choice and its administrators may 
be, the lack of clear information about each school has effectively robbed 
Hartford students of a valuable opportunity and rendered them choice-less.
concePtual FrameWork
Informing this research are multiple previous studies on the education of 
latino/a students in urban settings. the concept of a failing school choice 
system that inspired this study has been explored previously by Susan 
rosenbloom (2009). through an investigation of the school choice process 
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in new York city, rosenbloom discovered that an insufficient amount of 
quality information on schooling options and a lack of involvement of adults 
with resources in the decision-making process had led to a significant number 
of students being left behind by the system. rosenbloom concluded that 
students in new York city were receiving only the trappings of choice; their 
school placement was not based upon any meaningful decision, yet the system 
design ensured that these students’ lack of choice was overlooked. Proposed 
explanations for the nonexistence of student choice are influenced by the 
concepts of educación and confianza in safe spaces. as described by angela 
Valenzuela (1999), latino/a families and students expect more than academic 
instruction from schools. the concept of educación is much broader in scope 
than the equivalent english term and includes moral and social development. 
Valenzuela’s interviews with mexican-american students revealed that they 
envisioned the foundation of education to be relationships of caring and 
respect, but that such an atmosphere was typically absent in school. 
 andrea dyrness’ (2007) work with latina mothers demonstrated the 
necessity of safe spaces for the facilitation of critical engagement with the 
educational system. For the mothers involved in the study, their ability 
to assess schools and take action to improve them was nurtured by an 
environment of confianza, a combination of trust in others and confidence in 
one’s self. Foundational to this atmosphere was the fact that the mothers met 
in a comfortable home environment and that, in the course of discussion, their 
personal experiences were acknowledged and respected. Finally, this study’s 
focus on alternatives to the school as a site for evaluation of educational 
options draws on luis urrieta Jr.’s (2009) description of “playing the game” 
as a tool for activism. urrieta’s research on chicano/a agency revealed that 
strategically working within the educational system could be a means to 
reshaping that system and possibly more effective than trying to challenge the 
system directly and from outside.
metHodologY
In order to investigate the ways students evaluate their options and exercise 
their rights under the open choice program, I worked as a participant-
observer at Hartford community center (Hcc), which self-describes as “a 
multicultural agency here to help our families and our community,” (Hcc 
Inc.). From February 11 until may 6, 2010, I spent three hours a week 
working at Hcc as a tutor and mentor during the after-school program. 
alongside fulfilling my official role, I made ethnographic observations of 
the students each day I participated in the program and, beginning april 
22, I conducted individual interviews with students and staff members. 
over the course of three weeks, I conducted seven formal interviews; two 
were with adult staff members (first and last names given), and five were 
with female fifth grade students from Hartford elementary School. (all but 
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one participant felt uncomfortable with my use of a tape recorder, so their 
comments have been paraphrased.) that my student interviews involved 
only female participants was unintentional; it was a consequence of the fact 
that only female students returned their parent consent forms. the students 
selected were chosen based upon their attendance at Hartford elementary 
School. Students can attend Hartford elementary through the eighth grade, 
but many choose to transfer after fifth grade through open choice. this 
school is located in the same neighborhood as Hcc, and most of the students 
that participate in the after-school program attend Hartford elementary; 
their insights are therefore of special importance to an investigation of how 
Hcc can better serve its students as they make schooling decisions. I limited 
my interviews to participants in the fifth grade because these students have 
recently completed the school choice process and will be attending the middle 
school of (supposedly) their choosing come fall; as such, they had each had 
experiences that can inform the study of the exercise of school choice, and the 
emotions and memories of these experiences were likely to be fresh in their 
minds. all names used for people and locations are pseudonyms.
context
Students and their families are negotiating open choice within a context 
of both challenges and community-based responses. Hcc is located in the 
center of the Hartford latino community in a neighborhood with latino/a 
residents comprising 71.6 percent of the population (u.S. census Bureau, SF 
1 Qt-P9, 2000). this area, like many urban spaces, faces a variety of serious 
challenges. 72.5 percent of the residents in the area immediately surrounding 
Hcc speak a language other than english at home; of this group, Spanish is 
the language spoken by 67 percent (u.S. census Bureau, SF 4 dP-2, 2000). 
the majority of residents (57.4 percent) do not have a high school diploma 
(u.S. census Bureau, SF 4 dP-2, 2000); 55.7 percent of people in the area 
are unemployed. the median family income is $17,250 and 46.2 percent of 
families live below the poverty level (u.S. census Bureau, SF 4 dP-3, 2000).
 these factors combine to limit the resources that families have to navigate 
the educational system. the extreme poverty level means that families are 
unlikely to have tools, like computers and Internet access, that are increasingly 
assumed to be universally available. Parents often work multiple jobs and 
thus have less time to visit their students’ schools and attend meetings (morr, 
field notes, February 11, 2010). Furthermore, because many parents did not 
complete high school, they lack the personal experience to assist their students 
as they navigate the school system. that so many in the neighborhood speak a 
language other than english at home potentially limits the ability of families 
to communicate with teachers who are frequently monolingual english 
speakers. Yet, in spite of these significant problems, residents of the area have 
demonstrated resilience and have responded by developing a promisingly 
supportive community. main Street, the center of the neighborhood, has 
evolved into a meeting ground for interaction and relationship building 
between residents (morr, field notes, april 1, 2010); the support systems that 
are formed in this space are fundamental to fostering strength in the face of 
struggle and in facilitating the transmission of experiences and lessons. there 
are a variety of support centers along main Street that offer vital services to 
both youth and adults. there are even nontraditional spaces, such as the local 
library, that have assumed this role. 
tHe oBStructed FloW oF InFormatIon From 
teacHerS to FamIlIeS
despite the apparent promise of open choice, my interviews were generally 
disheartening and demonstrated many of the shortcomings of Hartford’s 
system. one student, maritza, had a surprisingly emotional reaction to the 
topic of school choice. maritza will be attending Hartford elementary again 
in the fall because her parents did not even begin the process of selecting 
a school. they did not feel comfortable moving maritza to a new school 
because they had very little information on their options and were even 
unaware of which schools in the area were public. When I asked maritza why 
she did not attend the information night held at one of the local high schools, 
she seemed surprised and told me that she and her family had not been 
aware that this event was taking place. maritza criticized her teachers for not 
communicating more effectively with her parents to guide them through the 
process. after hearing my repeated use of the term “school choice,” maritza 
made it clear in a forceful tone that she had not been given a choice and that 
this fact made her angry; she felt deprived of an opportunity she knew other 
students had access to, and she feared that she would be unhappy throughout 
middle school because of her circumstances. to end the interview on a more 
optimistic note, I asked maritza what could be done to make the school 
choice process more effective. She commented that parents need assistance 
from the school to navigate their options. although much of the information 
is online, many parents do not have access to computers. It was maritza’s 
belief that her parents would be likely to visit a place like Hcc for assistance 
(maritza, personal communication, april 29, 2010).
 Within maritza’s story is an extreme example of the breakdown of the 
school choice system due to a failure on the part of the schools. If a student 
is unable to attend the school of his or her choice because the parents 
overlooked a deadline, the blame may fall primarily on the family; however, in 
a situation in which parents do not even begin the process of selecting a school 
because they have so little information about their options and the steps they 
need to take, a larger issue needs addressing. It should never be assumed, 
especially in a low-income neighborhood with limited resources, that because 
the information exists it is accessible to everyone in the community.
72  mary morr
“If I Had more Information”  73
 maritza’s comment about parents’ lack of computer literacy paralleled a 
conversation I had with alfredo rodriguez, one of the administrators at Hcc. 
mr. rodriguez was very critical of the school choice process, explaining that 
“people get lost in the system; they don’t know their options.” He considered 
the overwhelming majority of school choice decisions to be uninformed; for 
example, he explained how parents fail to consider private schools for their 
children because they are unaware of the availability of scholarships and 
believe that tuition is an insurmountable hurdle. according to mr. rodriguez, 
the culprit behind the misinformation leading to misguided choices is a 
culturally insensitive system:
the way they market the school options…doesn’t respond to 
the cultural needs and way of doing things of this community. 
If you’re going to go on tV and you promote x school, or 
school system, or alternative through the media, I don’t think 
that’s going to work with us. I think that’s wasting money and 
our resources. I think we work a lot on a one-on-one basis, per-
sonal contact. […] In our cultural that personal touch is pretty 
important. (alfredo rodriguez, personal communication, april 
22, 2010)
Whether it is due to unfamiliarity with technology, as was the case for 
maritza’s parents, or due to the rejection of impersonal communication, as 
described by mr. rodriguez, the modes through which school information 
is currently provided are obstacles to effective decision making for school 
options. While the official school choice system could be redesigned to more 
effectively take community conditions and practices into consideration, 
community institutions might simply be a more useful knowledge source. 
In addition to providing information to families who lack computer access, 
the Hartford community is equipped with tools for moving neighborhood 
residents towards computer literacy. local establishments, such as a computer 
café and the public library, offer daily instruction on computer and Internet 
use; their curriculum could easily be expanded to include lessons on navigating 
the websites related to school choice.
tHe neceSSItY oF multIPle SourceS For eValuatIng 
ScHool cHoIce
of all the girls interviewed, only one, eva, felt fully satisfied with her 
school choice. In fact, eva is the only student who will be leaving Hartford 
elementary to attend a different school next year. eva has enrolled in one of 
Hartford’s magnet schools; her satisfaction with this choice and anticipation 
for the coming school year radiated from her beaming smile and her excited 
tone of voice every time I asked her to talk about her schooling decision. 
When asked why she decided to enroll at the magnet school, eva emphasized 
74  mary morr
the fact that her cousins already attend. For her, this family connection 
was important for two reasons. First, it would remove some of the stress 
from the transition to middle school because she would have the support of 
familiar faces. more importantly, however, her cousins were able to use their 
position to serve as liaisons between her family and the school, supplying 
a much richer and more personal portrait of the school than the official 
descriptions provided by the institution. For example, eva has had a very 
negative experience with her teacher this year, so the reputation of the staff 
was an important consideration for her when making her school decision. all 
schools will claim to have exceptional teachers, but eva’s cousins were able to 
give more personal descriptions; their evaluation of the teachers at the magnet 
school is one reason why eva expects to be very satisfied with her choice of 
middle school (eva, personal communication, april 29, 2010).
 contrasting the stereotype of latino/a youth as unintelligent and 
disengaged, eva seemed astutely aware of the fact that she was able to 
effectively exercise her school choice because of a family connection that many 
of her peers lack. When asked if she felt that the school system had provided 
her family with enough knowledge of their options, eva surmised that the 
amount would have been insufficient for those students who, unlike herself, 
were not advantageously positioned to gather information about the schools 
on their own (eva, personal communication, april 29, 2010). eva considered 
the discussions with her family to be the most useful and essential during her 
school selection experience. this conclusion does not necessarily reflect poorly 
on the school, but does demonstrate that there are some limitations to the 
amount of information schools can efficiently provide.
FactorS to conSIder In “cHoIce,” accordIng to 
tHe ScHool
another student, luisa, approached her school choice in manner similar to 
eva’s. the information luisa learned and the advice she received from family 
discussions were most influential in her decision. While eva’s and luisa’s 
method of evaluating their school options was entirely legitimate, it is one that 
would likely have been ignored or discouraged by school officials. 
 during an interview with estefani ramirez, a school representative who 
helps coordinate Hcc’s tutoring program with Hartford elementary’s formal 
curriculum, I commented that I had heard several students emphasize the 
presence of family members or the positive reputation of teachers as a reason 
for wanting to attend a particular school. ms. ramirez responded, stating 
that the choice should rest primarily upon matching students’ skills to the 
programs offered by schools. there is some validity to this, as students who 
attend schools that promote and utilize the abilities they already have generally 
perform better academically (Valenzuela, 1999). However, ms. ramirez also 
noted that she believed it unwise to consider factors such as peers and well-
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liked teachers in the decision (estefani ramirez, personal communication, 
april 22, 2010). 
 the concern that underlies ms. ramirez’s use of the word “unwise” is 
somewhat understandable. Simply knowing someone at a school does not make 
that school the best learning environment for a particular student. However, 
her error lies in the fact that she views school choice as one-dimensional and 
delegitimizes additional evaluative tools that capture the multiple factors 
that affect a student’s educación (Valenzuela, 1999). this broader notion of 
education seems to be crucial when students discuss schooling alternatives 
with their extended families. these conversations must be recognized 
and encouraged in community spaces like Hcc or else students will find 
themselves continually disappointed with the overall education they receive. 
ms. ramirez’s emphasis on objective data devalues the role of latino families’ 
personal experiences in the evaluation of school choice. Because a central role 
of experiential knowledge has been documented to be crucial to developing 
a safe space (dyrness, 2007), a standpoint like that of ms. ramirez’s reduces 
the likelihood that parents will accept the school site as a forum for discussion 
surrounding school choice. the types of at-home conversations criticized by 
ms. ramirez are important because basic comfort within a school is necessary 
for students to be able to concentrate. mr. rodriguez echoed this sentiment, 
explaining that the first part of success is that “the kids want to be there” 
(rodriguez, personal communication, april 22, 2010). the factors that make 
a school “comfortable” are subjective and will be evaluated differently by 
different students. School pamphlets and brochures cannot help make these 
subjective evaluations, but open and personal conversations can. 
dIStruSt and dIStance From tHe ScHool
an interview with arely demonstrated the level of isolation students and 
their families feel from teachers. For reasons unknown to arely, her mother 
had not turned in the necessary paperwork, so arely had no choice but to 
continue attending Hartford elementary in the sixth grade. unaware of 
the implications of her experience with the school choice system, arely felt 
underqualified for the interview and gave only short answers to most of my 
questions. However, a question regarding her teacher’s involvement in the 
process finally engaged this student. arely described to me how, when asked 
by her teacher about whether she would be attending her top choice school, 
she lied and told him that she had been rejected. In truth, arely was forced to 
continue at Hartford elementary because of a technicality, but she said that 
her teacher yelled a lot and that she did not want to give him a reason to target 
her. When asked if he ever discovered the truth by speaking with her mother, 
arely commented that her mother refrained from visiting the school because 
she also disliked her teacher’s tendency to raise his voice (arely, personal 
communication, may 6, 2010).
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 arely’s experience is significant for two reasons. First, it exposes the 
weak relationship that many students have with their teachers. Second, it 
demonstrates the lack of a school-based forum for discussion of school choice. 
no matter the issue, it is detrimental to the development of students if they do 
not feel comfortable discussing problems with their teachers. this is especially 
true with latino/a students, who consider a mutual relationship of caring to 
be central to educación (Valenzuela, 1999). Both students and their families 
entrust teachers to offer guidance and support throughout the educational 
experience, yet arely’s conscious decision to lie to her teacher demonstrates a 
disruption of this arrangement. It is certainly clear that arely does not consider 
her relationship with the teacher to be one of caring. rather than speaking 
openly and honestly with her teacher about the challenges she was facing in 
the school choice process, arely censored her conversations and edited what 
she said to match what the teacher wanted and expected to hear. If this is 
a general trend in student-teacher relations, then students will face serious 
obstacles to gathering the information on school choice that they find relevant.
 an example of possible consequences can be gleaned from my interview 
with luisa. although she was not accepted to her preferred school and 
will be staying at Hartford elementary, luisa had put serious thought into 
which school would best suit her. She decided on a large school because 
she feels more comfortable when she can blend into a crowd and avoid 
individual attention (luisa, personal communications, april 29, 2010). If 
luisa truly does feel more at ease in places where she can blend in, then 
she is likely to perform better at a larger school because feeling relaxed is a 
natural prerequisite to being able to focus and challenge oneself academically. 
However, the predominant professional standpoint is that small schools and 
more individual attention automatically equate to better learning, so luisa’s 
might avoid speaking with her teachers out of fear that they would invalidate 
her preferences.
 arely’s comments show that parents do not consider schools to be a space 
for conversations on the topic of schooling options. although the students I 
interviewed all wanted more information for their families, they were unlikely 
to ask their parents to attend a meeting at the school because they themselves 
do not feel comfortable at their school. mr. rodriguez had noticed that the 
students he works with find the school to be a threatening environment. In 
my interview with mr. rodriguez, his reason for considering the school an 
inappropriate place to hold an open discussion on school choice was, “I hear 
kids saying that the last thing that they want to do is stay after school at the 
school,” (rodriguez, personal communication, april 22, 2010).
“If I Had more Information”  77
“cHoIce,” accordIng to tHe ScHool
not all schools are as hostile as those discussed by mr. rodriguez, but even in 
otherwise hospitable schools, one possible reason why parents reject this site 
as an open forum is the formulaic treatment of school choice by educators. 
during my interview with ms. ramirez, I asked what responsibilities the 
school should have in terms of providing information on school options. In 
a somewhat defensive tone, ms. ramirez responded that the school already 
fulfills its role by distributing information. In her opinion, school choice 
should entail parents using the data they are given to match their students’ 
career interests to the school that focuses on related knowledge (ramirez, 
personal communication, april 22, 2010). this manner of thinking reduces 
school choice to a simple equation in which only certain, predetermined facts 
are necessary to come to a single correct solution. It negates the need for 
evaluative discourse and fails to account for the wide array of factors that can 
make certain schools appealing or appropriate to students who come from 
diverse backgrounds and have individual needs. If open choice is truly a 
simple matching mechanism, then the implication is that students and their 
families do not actually have a choice; rather, they have a means of finding 
where the statistics say they belong. 
 the school system falsely assumes that once it is made available, all 
responsibility for collecting and evaluating the information is transferred to 
the parents. School employees, taking for granted the ease with which they 
can gather and analyze educational data, are insensitive to the difficulty of this 
task for many families. If a true choice of schools is to take place, families need 
to feel comfortable asking for help from the start, but the school environment 
does not encourage this. as in the case of arely, fear of a teacher’s negative and 
possibly condescending reaction inhibits families from asking for additional 
assistance. 
 community spaces like Hcc are more likely to be supportive, 
understanding, and nonjudgmental. For schools, the ultimate “output” is 
test scores, and it is easy for the students to become tools towards the end of 
better performance. Whether or not a student matures into a successful adult 
becomes a secondary concern for schools in a high-stakes testing atmosphere. 
However, for community sites, the goal is simply the advancement of the 
people served. Since the focus is truly on the individuals, more nurturing 
relationships can be established. a statement by mr. rodriguez captures this 
beautifully: “I went to college […] so I have some kind of education that can 
help me to understand the process, and to get the information that I need in 
order to get something better for my son. But most of these people, they don’t 
have that opportunity. So I think that whoever has that opportunity, that 
capacity, has to help the others. and that’s why I’m here” (alfredo rodriguez, 
personal communication, april 22, 2010).
78  mary morr
retHInkIng SIteS For eValuatIon and decISIon-
makIng
the scenario depicted in mr. ramirez’s answers is troubling and reminiscent 
of cultural reproduction theory, in which students are channeled through the 
educational system to fill a role that has been externally determined for them 
(moll, 2002). However, this situation persists only as long as students are 
primarily relying on teachers and other school officials for their information. 
If critical analysis of school options were to take place in community spaces 
where families felt comfortable, places in which confianza has been established 
(dyrness, 2007), then important questions could be raised and addressed 
without fear of criticism or dismissal.
 all of the students except for eva commented that they would have chosen 
to attend a different school if they had been given more information. Based 
upon the dissatisfaction of these students with their school choice experience, 
it is clear that families require both more information and opportunities 
to discuss that information than they are currently being given in order to 
effectively exercise their school choice. the question that remains is whether 
the school itself should be altered so that it can perform this role, or whether 
independent community groups should be developed for this purpose. 
 as discussed previously, it is unlikely that parents would attend forums on 
school choice if they were held at school. the students I interviewed expressed 
that their parents would prefer discussions to be held in community spaces 
like Hcc. one possible explanation for this could be that Hcc is a known 
presence in the Hartford latino/a community. the cultural cohesiveness 
present fosters acceptance and understanding. Hcc employees, who are 
primarily Puerto rican, share the culture of the majority of their students 
(morr, field notes, February 11, 2010). through the services they provide, the 
employees work with members of the community every day, sometimes on a 
very personal level, and thus are uniquely positioned to understand the needs 
of that community. Furthermore, the treatment of language at the community 
center makes communication not only possible, but also natural, comfortable, 
and enjoyable. the use of Spanish is actively encouraged at Hcc. Students 
speak in english and Spanish, often times using both in the same conversation. 
they are never criticized for using Spanish or told to speak in english more 
frequently. In fact, the administrators themselves switch between the two 
languages (morr, field notes, February 11, 2010). In such an environment, 
parents are much more likely to feel respected and included. they fear neither 
being portrayed as inferior or unintelligent if they cannot speak english 
fluently, nor do they fear being unable to have meaningful conversations 
with a rigidly monolingual staff. Such an environment is necessary to create 
productive discussions of school choice involving parents because without it, 
parents are unlikely to even show up.
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 an event in early march demonstrated the extent to which families feel 
comfortable and welcome at Hcc. It was the birthday of one of the fifth 
graders and her family had decided to hold a surprise party at Hcc. rather 
than have a gathering in traditional spaces for celebration—such as the 
home or in a park—the girl’s family felt that the most appropriate place was 
the community center where the girl spent each day after school. Birthday 
parties are often intimate celebrations, so the family’s choice to host theirs at 
Hcc indicates a relationship that is much deeper than that typically formed 
between families and teachers or school administrators. I later learned that the 
girl’s mother had recently died, and one of the site administrators, casandra 
Sanchez, had assisted the family as the grandparents sought custody rights 
(morr, field notes, march 4, 2010). Because Hcc offers a variety of family 
services, it is very likely that the employees have developed similarly intimate 
relationships with other parents. When the depth of these connections are 
combined with the culturally-sensitive atmosphere of Hcc, the result is a 
space that students and parents consider an extension of their home; a place 
where they feel welcome and at ease. these intimate bonds also make it more 
likely that the employees of community centers would follow up with parents 
throughout the school choice process, potentially preventing situations like 
maritza’s in which parents who find the procedures confusing are forgotten.
 there is no doubt that many educators care deeply about their students. 
However, despite the good intentions of the people working within, there 
are fundamental differences between Hartford Public Schools and Hcc that 
obstruct the schools’ ability to foster conversations about school choice. one 
major challenge, as noted by mr. rodriguez, is that the school system in 
general is culturally removed from the families that it serves. Because many 
of the teachers do not share their students’ backgrounds, through no fault 
of their own they will find it difficult to relate to the strengths, weaknesses, 
needs, and desires of the latino/a community. additionally, because so few 
teachers speak Spanish, and those who do are discouraged from using it, there 
are impediments to communication between school officials and parents. 
While no official data was collected on the language background of the parents 
at Hcc, most students noted that their parents spoke only Spanish when 
consent forms were distributed in different languages (morr, field notes, april 
22, 2010).
 community spaces like Hcc serve as a more effective forum for discussions 
of school choice than the schools themselves. these spaces are directed by 
community leaders who have an intricate understanding of the needs of local 
families and who can tailor information on school choices accordingly. thus 
they generate a welcoming atmosphere in which families feel comfortable 
expressing their concerns and speaking honestly about their experiences with 
the educational system. Finally, they are built on relationships between the 
employees and the families, and these connections allow the employees to 
follow and monitor individual families as they move through the school choice 
process, answering questions and offering assistance along the way.
concluSIon
there are currently two major failures within the school choice system. 
Students and their families are not receiving enough, if any, information 
on their options, and beyond a simple comparison of school-produced 
data, they have no opportunity to critically evaluate the alternatives. as ms. 
ramirez indicated, the school system does host an informational session at 
the local high schools, but there is a fundamental difference between parents 
walking past school booths, being impersonally handed official fact sheets, 
and those families participating in an open forum where they are free to 
raise their questions and concerns about the various schools. even if schools 
better provided and explained information, they still might not be the most 
comfortable spaces for such conversations. Places like Hcc that are rooted in 
the community and offer an understanding and nonjudgmental atmosphere 
are inherently more compatible with the facilitation of constructive discussions 
surrounding school options. Still, to claim that community spaces can 
and should take on the role of facilitating the school choice process does 
not absolve schools of the responsibility to increase cultural sensitivity and 
teacher-family relationships. Schools’ shortcomings are serious and have 
implications beyond those discussed here. using community spaces as forums 
for discussions about school choice can be an indirect method of confronting 
these problems. the immediate purpose of community facilitation is to ensure 
that students and their families truly have school choice. 
 the long-term effect will be a movement of students towards those 
schools that meet the broad demands inherent in the concept of educación 
(Valenzuela, 1999). as a result, those institutions that fail to provide both 
quality academics and a comfortable space where students can develop their 
whole person will face decreased enrollment, and subsequently, diminished 
funding. therefore, through the effective exercise of school choice, the system 
of school accountability will become one based not upon test scores, but upon 
the ability of schools to respond to the various needs of the community.
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